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Abstract 
Empirical evidence shows that not all critical thinkers demonstrate critical thinking behaviors in all situations. Some reasons why 
non-critical thinking appears to be more beneficial to the individual in the contemporary education context of Hungary are 
explored in the paper. First, a cultural anthropological approach is applied to characterize the educational context where 
Hungarian students develop their thinking capacities, critical thinking included, which will reveal some features of the interaction 
between critical thinking and the educational environment. Group climate as well as individual affective factors, such as 
motivation and attitude are often quoted as potential determinants in applying critical or non-critical thinking behaviors in 
learning processes. The results of research into the thinking patterns of experienced teachers and teacher trainees in Hungary 
show that some covert non-cognitive factors may have great impact on the participants’ decisions concerning their thinking 
strategy choices. Ever since the critical thinker became a new ideal in post war 20th century societies, it has been regarded as a 
key figure of democracies. Both researchers and educators worldwide have focused on identifying and on developing the 
strategies, the competencies and the attributes of critical thinkers in the classrooms. However, contemporary literature 
demonstrates a variety of understandings of the concept of critical thinking. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center. 
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1. Approaches to the concept of critical thinking 
The most traditional philosophical school of thought either focuses on the characteristics and qualities of the ideal 
thinker, or emphasizes the perfection of thought (Bailin et al, 1999; Facione, 1990, 2013; Paul, 1990). On the other 
hand, the focal point of the psychological approach is how people actually think, which means, researchers intend to 
describe the types of actions and behaviors critical thinkers perform. This involves defining a list of skills or 
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procedures completed by the critical thinking person, such as making decisions, solving problems, claiming 
evidence, deducing and inferring conclusions. The concept of critical thinking was also included in the study of 
Bloom and his associates (Bloom, 1956), whose taxonomy of information processing is one of the most cited studies 
in educational literature. The three highest levels of analysis, synthesis and evaluation are frequently quoted as 
critical thinking procedure, which could be one of the reasons why, more recently, critical thinking has also become 
an educational ideal (Norris, 1985). 
Despite the differences between the approaches to critical thinking, there are a number of areas for agreement. 
Some overlapping areas can be pinned down in the essential abilities, inductive and deductive reasoning, making 
decisions or solving problems, asking and answering questions for clarification, etc. (Ennis, 1985; Facione, 1990, 
2013; Paul 1990). Most researchers also agree that in addition to skills and abilities, critical thinking also involves 
certain dispositions (Bailin et al, 1999; Ennis, 1985, 1991, 1996; Facione, 1990, Paul, 1990), of which the most 
often cited ones are open-mindedness, fair-mindedness, the propensity to seek reason, inquisitiveness, flexibility and 
respect for others’ opinions. Furthermore, the indispensability of the background knowledge of the critical thinker 
appears to be another area of agreement among researchers of critical thinking, simply meaning that the thinker 
needs something to think about. 
 
2. Environmental factors triggering non─critical thinking 
While over the past decades researchers have moved towards a consensus elaborating the qualities of the critical 
thought, the most efficient thinking process and the necessary skills, abilities and dispositions of the thinking 
individual, one problem has not been fully discussed in literature. There seems to be little interest in the impact that 
the socio-cultural factors rooted in the immediate environment of the critical thinker might have on his thinking 
behavior. In other words, the context of the thinking process is often left out from the debate over critical thinking. 
2.1. Context sensitivity of thinking critically 
Some contextual features of the environments where thinking processes are required are believed to be crucial 
factors in influencing the individual’s performance, especially in education.  
Analyzing the relationship between the task provided and the thinking response Norris (1985) explains that the 
inferences, and the appraisals of inferences that a person can justify making depend on the background assumptions, 
level of sophistication and the concept of the task. He also concludes that ‘non-critical thinking’ can simply display 
the disagreement with the test or teacher sanction (Norris, 1985:42).  
It is also claimed that a threat-free environment is indispensable for stimulating the expected thinking process 
(Norris, 1985). As within the educational context the main source of stress and threat is the teacher herself, recent 
literature has paid more attention to the preferable teacher behavior to stimulate critical thinking in the classroom. 
Respecting students as persons involves acknowledging them of equal moral worth. This attitude of the educator 
requires that they treat students as independent people with valuable needs and interests capable of making decisions 
and judging matters for themselves (Bailin & Siegel, 2003). On the other hand, the risk of too much care for the 
individual in the educational context is highlighted as a behavior discouraging the critical thinking of the person 
overcared (Ennis, 1996). The recommendation to develop the facilitator’s role behavior in teachers, which will 
enhance critical thinking in class, is elaborated by Pithers and Soden (2000). 
 
2.2. Cultural bias of critical thinking 
The challenge of cultural bias of critical thinking has raised little, however, revolutionary thoughts during the 
course of the past decades. As a response to Norris’s work on the topic (Norris, 1995), Ennis (1998) raises the issue 
once more to generate a discussion and to suggest strategies for approaching it. Among others, he discusses the issue 
of being unfair when expecting critical thinking, and in addition, he completes his discussion with some strategies to 
combat cultural bias. Among the bias challenges discussed he elaborates on a number of behaviors as potentially 
problematic, some of which seem to be extremely engaging considering our study focus. Hence we will have a 
closer look at some of these issues relevant to the study of the Hungarian cultural educational context below. 
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Ennis (1998) claims that asking for reasons and being open to alternatives may disrupt some culturally accepted 
behavioral patterns in the family and in the school, especially in more traditional contexts. He believes that 
promoting critical thinking practice is preferable rather than holding it as an ideal. The author also suggests that 
critical thinking practice is more readily accepted through shared decision-making processes, and enhances practices 
of critical thinking at group level, if it is possible at all, as a replacement of the individual level, in accordance with 
the principle of care about the dignity and worth of every person.  Unfortunately, in some cultures there seems to be 
little emphasis on the linear strategies during writing and speaking, or rather rhetoric, practices, which the writer 
calls a ‘direct’ approach. As a result, expecting students to construct written or oral texts in an orderly manner may 
need further preparation during the course of instruction. Ennis’s (1998) claims seem to be in line with our own 
findings, which will be presented below. 
 
3. Anthropological study of the Hungarian classroom 
Our investigation of some socio-cultural aspects of the Hungarian classroom environment has been inspired by 
our experience collected among university students on a teacher training course, who often seemed to be reluctant to 
actively participate in discussions, and to think critically in seminars. We hypothesized a learned behavior to be 
demonstrated, one that is deeply rooted in earlier behavioral traditions developed in their previous educational 
contexts. 
 
3.1. Critical thinking practices in the Hungarian context 
Our aim was to explore the socio-cultural environment in public education and to pin down the main features 
fostering or endangering the application of critical thinking among the students. To gain information, we conducted 
research into the cultural-anthropological features of the class environment.  Hungarian university students (N= 40) 
aged between 19 and 22 were asked to reflect on their previous education experiences to discuss and describe the 
typical features of the Hungarian educational cultural context. Subsequent to their discussions in pairs or groups of 
three, two guided interviews were conducted among groups of trainees on two occasions, in years 2011 and 2013. 
As focus for their preparatory discussions the statements describing the individualistic and collective dimension of 
cultural differences (Hofstede, 1986) were used. First, the students were asked to analyze the statements 
administered to them in a random order, and then they were requested to select 5 to 8 features of the most relevant 
and valid ones to summarize their experiences gathered during their years spent in mainstream education. 
The results clearly show that the collectivist characteristics of the Hungarian classroom outweigh the 
individualistic characteristics in many aspects. This means that in Hungarian mainstream education the class 
discussions are often conducted in a social environment where the following can be observed. 
x Individual students will only speak up in class when called upon personally by the teacher; 
x large classes split socially into smaller cohesive subgroups based on particularist criteria (e.g. ethnic affiliation); 
x individuals will only speak up in small groups; 
x formal harmony in learning situations should be maintained at all times; and 
x education is a way of gaining prestige in one's social environment and of joining a higher status group. 
Besides the collectivist concerns, however, the results also demonstrate a minor shift towards the individualistic 
cultural features in the Hungarian classroom environment, which can be observed in the two aspects below. 
x Students expect to learn how to learn; and 
x education is a way of improving one's economic worth and self-respect based on ability and competence. 
As a conclusion, we can state that the dominance of the collectivist features of the classroom learning 
environment will prevent the individuals from practicing critical thinking at class level, and what is more, will 
provide little opportunity for students to observe critical thinking behaviors in the classroom. These conclusions will 
lead us to the assumption that cultural bias of critical thinking might also persist in the Hungarian classroom 
environment of students. 
 
3.2. Teachers’ critical thinking practice  
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In the literature there seems to be a consensus in the fact that the most crucial factor in developing students’ 
thinking processes is the teacher herself. In our research we wanted to gain information about some features of the 
critical thinking practices of Hungarian teachers through an autonomous writing task. 
The data of the typical patterns of the thinking processes of Hungarian experienced teachers and beginner 
teachers on internship (N=84) were collected during 2013. The participants were asked to produce a written analysis 
of one selected aspect of the school organization during their internship. A list of the select of aspects, the structural 
and formal requirements, a list of recommended literature and the evaluation criteria, including the level of critical 
approach demonstrated in the work, were clarified preceding the writing process. Finally, the written works were 
collected and analyzed according to the set criteria.  
 
Table 1. Levels of processing professional information 
 
Level of information processing Total 
N=84 
synthetic-integrative 37 
integrative 8 
analytic 21 
referential 13 
no or limited processing 5 
 
We assumed both teachers and interns to be critical thinkers and to be ready to demonstrate their critical thinking 
procedures (Bloom, 1956; Krathwohl, 2002) through the written work. To start with, we expected the authors to 
focus on one specific organizational area for investigation.  Next, the participants were presumed to complete both 
literature-based theoretical research into the subject area and practice-based empirical research into the organization 
of the selected school environment in order to analyze the information gained both from the literature and the 
empirical research while comparing and contrasting theory and practice. The findings of the analysis allows the 
participants to judge, evaluate and draw conclusions from the results, and finally to develop and formulate their 
opinion which might lead to making suggestions in order to improve the situation in the specific school 
organization.  
Our findings based on the analysis of the participants’ research reports, however, do not seem to prove that the 
critical thinking expected was applied in the work, which means the authors appear to use their critical thinking 
skills and abilities of analysis, synthesis and evaluation to a limited extent (Table 1). Some of the participants (n=5) 
provide a general description of the organization rather than find a focus for evaluation, and furthermore, 
deliberately refuse to consult professional literature in the subject area. Another interesting finding concerns the 
depth of processing the professional information gained through autonomous study. While a few authors (n=13) 
seem to rely on professional literature following the formal requirements, they fail to provide any evidence of a 
thorough analysis of the thoughts. A typical example of this attitude is demonstrated through providing a list of the 
selected literature at the end of the report without a clear sign of integrating the thoughts in the work. In other 
writings the selected theories appear to be irrelevant to the stream of thought or the topic of the discourse, thus 
violating coherence and cohesion of the full work. Other reports follow the formal requirements and demonstrate an 
effort to interpret and integrate the subject area professional literature in various ways and at different levels of 
critical analysis (n=21). A few of the writings appear to present an effort to provide an analytic approach through 
providing quotes from various literary sources. Without contrasting and analyzing these fully, however, no efficient 
analysis of the theoretical background is completed in the works. Some of the analysis demonstrates 
misinterpretation of the selected literature, thus the further application takes a false direction. On the other hand, 
most of the works in this category seem to complete a thorough analysis of the literature read and integrate the 
selected theories through comparing and contrasting them, thus providing a firm basis for further empirical research 
carried out in the school organization. Unfortunately, the works in this category do not follow the line during the 
research into the practice of the school organization, which means no new knowledge related to the selected school 
organization is gained through the work. Others (n=8) succeed in integrating external thoughts into their full work 
thus producing a coherent piece and sharing new school organization-related knowledge, while, in lack of clear 
references to the source in the discourse, they violate the formal requirements. On the other hand, nearly half of the 
works (n=37) meet most requirements providing the reader with a coherent and valuable evaluation of the selected 
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aspect of the school organization. 
Although there is no evidence of the participant teachers and interns’ incompetence of critical thinking skills or 
abilities, the results demonstrate a poor level of critical thinking in nearly one third, and a rather low level of critical 
thinking in one fourth of the works. We believe the reason of the low level performance of critical thinking may be 
the negative impact of affective or contextual factors in the case of over half of the works. Among the affective 
factors the risk of school management sanction, the author’s indifference or her negative attitude to critical thinking, 
or insufficient time spent with the work may contribute to the poor quality. Among the contextual factors the level 
of difficulty of the autonomous task or some organizational features of the school environment examined can also 
lead to poor quality. In addition, we believe that the culturally reinforced learning habits based on inautonomous 
forms of information transfer in education, which fails to provide either teachers or learners with the necessary 
strategies of and experience in critical writing, may also play a part. 
Based on the results of the research we can conclude that the majority of the participating teachers and interns do 
not employ high quality critical thinking strategies in all educational situations, which may suggest that many of 
them also fail to provide models of critical thinking in the classroom situations during their teaching processes. 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
The paper addresses the sensitivity of critical thinking to some features of the contemporary educational context 
in Hungary. It highlights some cultural traditions of collectivist manner in the educational environment which seem 
to act as hindering factors to practicing critical thinking in the classroom. Since formal harmony in class is still 
expected by many educators, not much discussion is conducted in the teacher controlled environment, which may 
open a route to higher prestige rather than act as a venue of learning.  
In addition, the thinking processes of teachers and teacher trainees are investigated through a writing task, in 
which the participants are expected to apply critical thinking to process professional information through 
autonomous work. Although there is no evidence to prove the participants’ incompetence in critical thinking, the 
findings show that the majority of the authors fail to apply the critical thinking procedures necessary to create new 
knowledge, and thus no new knowledge is formed during many of the learning processes. 
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